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76.5%
62%

of our students 

return after year one

of our first-year 

students graduate in 6 

years

Why?

Source: National Student Clearinghouse, 2022.
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What if We Changed That?
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Deficit Mindset

Historically …

● We ask scholars to conform to our 

norm—to assimilate. 

● We ignore the individual perspectives 

each scholar brings to the table. 

● Scholars are punished for their 

academic preparedness before 

college. 
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Shift From Deficit Thinking

A deficit mindset impedes an organization’s success by limiting potential. To 

enhance the organization’s success, we encourage the shift from a deficit to 

a strengths-based mindset.
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Strengths-Framed Examples

Term  Strengths-Based

Students                                             Scholars

Improve, Support                               Enhance, Enrich

Tutors                                                  Learning Consultants

Increase                                              Sharpen, Hone, Perfect

Help                                                     Facilitate, Benefit
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Asset-based approach

Building healthy organizations in higher education

SELF-AWARENESS

Source: The Five Dysfunctions of a Team: A Leadership Fable, Lencioni, 2002
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Let’s explore: Indicators of high vs. low trust organizations

Are you in an asset-based or deficit-based organization?

Source: The Speed of Trust: The One Thing That Changes Everything, Steven Covey, 2006
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What coach-manager approach looks like

What leadership says and how they say it in an asset-based 
organization

Source: The Buck Starts Here: Why Leadership Accountability is the Key to Less Stress, More Time, and 

a Better Bottom Line, Dobzinski, 2012
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The Volunteer Experience

Case Study: The University of 
Tennessee

The Volunteer Experience will produce scholars 

who thrive

To create this outcome UT will promote well-

being across campus
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● Leading through Strengths: Clifton Strengths

● New Vol Experience (First-Year Onboarding process)

● Vol Success Teams

● Personalized Programming: First Gen, UT Success Academy, Veterans, 

Undecided Majors

● Faculty Engagement: Student Success Grants & Volunteer Experience 

Faculty Fellows, Student Success Faculty Advisory Boards

How Did We Increase Student 
Success Outcomes
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Student Outcomes at UT

Strengths Based Foundation to 
Recruitment and Success 

• 96% the first-year class were in good 

academic standing - the highest percentage 

on record

• 91.1% student retention rate, the national 

average is 76.5%. Five years ago, 86.5%

• 91.4% positive career outcome rate for the 

2023 graduating class - the highest in UT 

history, five years ago, 81%
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http://drive.google.com/file/d/17Z1z2XTfbM4HPfblCFZgQoFmAD0uY4Dt/view


15All material in this presentation, including text and images, is the property of RNL. Permission is required to reproduce information.

Questions to Consider…

Describe your approach to 

success. Do you lean 

more towards deficit 

framing or strengths-

based approaches?

What would it take to move 

your organization more 

toward creating the 

conditions where people 

thrive through strengths?

Share something unique you’re 

doing at your campus to 

compliment this work.
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Q & A
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